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Lebenswelten zwischen Archäologie und Geschichte – Festschrift für Falko Daim XIII
GRUSSWORT
151 Jahre nach der Gründung des RGZM wurde Falko Daim 2003 sein 7. Generaldirektor. Erst ein Jahr zuvor 
war das international tätige Forschungsinstitut Mitglied der Leibniz-Gemeinschaft geworden. Diese Auf-
nahme, veränderte Rahmenbedingungen in Forschungslandschaft, Gesellschaft, Wissenschaftspolitik und 
Ökonomie bedingten zu Beginn der 2000er Jahre einen neuen Handlungsrahmen. Hinzu kamen neue An-
forderungen und Möglichkeiten des digitalen Zeitalters. In einem Spannungsfeld zwischen Forschung, For-
schungsinfrastrukturen und Wissenstransfer begann die Transformation des RGZM von einem Forschungs-
institut für Vor- und Frühgeschichte mit Sammlung zu einem Leibniz-Forschungsmuseum.
Von Beginn seiner Zeit am RGZM an maß Falko Daim dem Wissenstransfer einen besonderen Stellenwert 
bei. So wurden zahlreiche forschungsbasierte Ausstellungsprojekte realisiert, neue Publikationsreihen ins 
Leben gerufen, die sich explizit an ein breiteres Publikum richteten, und neue diskursive Formate eingeführt. 
Hierfür wurde sogar ein eigener Arbeitsbereich für Öffentlichkeitsarbeit gegründet. Die besondere Bedeu-
tung, die Falko Daim der Vermittlung von Forschungsergebnissen zugemessen hat, wird auch durch seine 
Kooperationen im Bereich der Vermittlungsforschung deutlich.
In den letzten 15 Jahren wurden die musealen Angebote des RGZM im Vulkanpark und in Neuwied konse-
quent erweitert und ausgebaut. In Neuwied eröffnete 2014 MONREPOS, das Archäologische Forschungs-
zentrum und Museum für menschliche Verhaltensevolution. Falko Daim nahm auch den Neubau des RGZM 
in Mainz in Angriff, der dem RGZM künftig optimale Möglichkeiten und neue Perspektiven für Forschung 
und deren Vermittlung bieten wird.
Zudem wurden während seiner Amtszeit die Forschungsinfrastrukturen des RGZM erweitert. 2012 kam 
das »Labor für Experimentelle Archäologie« (LEA) in Mayen hinzu. Derzeit wird ein über einen Sondertat-
bestand finanziertes Labor für interdisziplinäre Spurenforschung in MONREPOS eingerichtet. 
Falko Daim widmete sich der Weiterentwicklung des Forschungsprofils mit neuen Schwerpunkten. Einer 
seiner wichtigsten Erfolge ist die Einwerbung des Leibniz-WissenschaftCampus Byzanz zwischen Orient und 
Okzident, der die Kooperation zwischen RGZM und Johannes Gutenberg-Universität Mainz auf ein neues 
Fundament stellt und als einzigartige Plattform für interdisziplinäre Byzanzforschung institutionell etabliert.
Unter seinen zahlreichen Drittmittelvorhaben ist das DFG-SPP »Häfen von der Römischen Kaiserzeit bis zum 
Mittelalter – Zur Archäologie und Geschichte regionaler und überregionaler Verkehrssysteme« hervorzu-
heben, das er als einer der Initiatoren 2013 ins Leben gerufen hat. 
In der Amtszeit von Falko Daim ist das RGZM kontinuierlich gewachsen, hat Höhen und Tiefen durchlebt 
und sich stetig verändert. Um den Anforderungen eines Leibniz-Forschungsmuseums besser entsprechen zu 
können, hat das Direktorium des RGZM einen Strategieprozess zur Konsolidierung und Weiterentwicklung 
und zu einer damit einhergehenden Neupositionierung als Leibniz-Forschungsmuseum eingeleitet. Ziel der 
Reorganisation war es, das Forschungsprofil zu schärfen, die Forschungsinfrastrukturen des Hauses als ein-
malige Ressource der Forschung und Vermittlung besser zu erschließen und nutzbar zu machen sowie den 
Bereich des Wissenstransfers gezielt im Sinne von PUSH (Public Understanding of Sciences and Humanities) 
und PUR (Public Understanding of Research) weiterzuentwickeln. Das positive Ergebnis der Evaluierung in 
2016 zeigt, dass der eingeschlagene Weg hierfür der richtige war.
Dem Verlag des RGZM danken wir für die engagierte und professionelle Betreuung des Projekts.
Wir wünschen unserem Kollegen alles nur erdenklich Gute für seinen Ruhestand und werden sicher noch 
oft an die lebendigen Diskussionen im Direktorium zurückdenken.
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Lieber Jubilar,
eine Festschrift kann Deinem illustren und vielseitigen Werdegang nur bedingt gerecht werden: Kaum ein 
anderer Archäologe der Gegenwart kann es sich auf seine Fahnen heften, im – positiven – Sinne des 
Archäo logie-Verständnisses des 19. Jahrhunderts einen derart integrativen Weg unter Einbeziehung von 
heute bisweilen leider getrennt gepflogenen disziplinären Ansätzen über viele Jahre hinweg verfolgt zu 
haben und zum Glück immer noch zu beschreiten.
Bezeichnenderweise war dies bereits im Studium grundgelegt, hast Du doch Deine Dissertation über »Die 
Awaren in Niederösterreich« 1976 nach dem Studium der Ur- und Frühgeschichte sowie mittelalterlicher 
und neuerer Geschichte an der Universität Wien bei Herwig Wolfram im Fachbereich Geschichte abgeschlos-
sen. Mit dem Antritt einer Assistentenstelle am Institut für Ur- und Frühgeschichte der Universität Wien 
1978 bzw. 1979 sowie der Bestellung zum außerordentlichen Universitätsprofessor für »Früh geschichte 
und Mittelalterarchäologie« 1992 an selbiger Wirkungsstätte konntest Du Dein Verständnis von Archäolo-
gie als Teil der Geschichtsforschung auch den Studierenden vermitteln. Dieser Zugang war in den 1970er 
und 1980er Jahren, die in der Ur- und Frühgeschichte sowie verwandten Fächern im deutschsprachigen 
Raum noch stark vom Positivismus infolge des Schocks durch die Vereinnahmung des Faches durch den 
 Nationalsozialismus geprägt waren, keinesfalls selbstverständlich und sicherlich auch nicht unwiderspro-
chen. Die zweite Generation an Studierenden, die sich in Wien ab der Mitte der 1980er Jahre für Früh-
geschichte und Mittelalterarchäologie interessierte, profitierte dafür umso mehr von Deinem Zusammen-
denken schrift historischer, kunstgeschichtlicher und archäologischer Ansätze. Dies gilt insbesondere auch 
für die Integration mentalitätsgeschichtlicher Fragestellungen in die archäologische Awarenforschung bis 
hin zur Deutung des ungarnzeitlichen Reitergrabs von Gnadendorf – drei der MitherausgeberInnen können 
dies bezeugen und versuchen, dies heute an ihren Wirkungsstätten bzw. in ihren Projekten zu verwirklichen. 
Die Awaren forschungen haben Dein Interesse auf die Geschichte Ostmittel- und Osteuropas in ihren eura-
siatischen Kontexten gerichtet. Deshalb hast Du schon seit den 1980er Jahren systematisch eine Reihe von 
Stipendien für zahlreiche Fachkolleginnen und -kollegen aus dem ehemaligen »Ostblock« von Ungarn bis 
Bulgarien und Russland ermöglicht, wodurch ein tragfähiges Netzwerk für den archäologischen Informa-
tionsaustausch geschaffen wurde. Dies hatte nachhaltige positive Auswirkungen auf die Entwicklung der 
frühmittelalterlichen Archäologie im östlichen Mitteleuropa.
Gemeinsam mit Herwig Friesinger ist Dir ein weiterer disziplinärer Brückenschlag zu verdanken: »Archäo logie 
ist die Erarbeitung geisteswissenschaftlicher Ergebnisse mit naturwissenschaftlichen Methoden« – diese 
Maxime, die Du ebenfalls bei diversen Lehrveranstaltungen, aber auch im Kontext von Fachkolloquien ver-
treten hast, floss schon früh in Deine Projektdesigns ein, sei es durch die konsequente Miteinbeziehung an-
thropologischer Kolleginnen und Kollegen bei Deinen Forschungsprojekten zu awarischen oder spätantiken 
Gräberfeldern oder durch bioarchäologische Kooperationen bei frühgeschichtlichen und mittelalterlichen 
Siedlungsgrabungen. Damit bist Du in Wien, aber auch darüber hinaus, gemeinsam mit Herwig Friesinger 
zum Wegbereiter der Umweltarchäologie geworden, was sich unter anderem in Deinem Engagement als 
Vorstand des Interdisziplinären Forschungsinstituts für Archäologie der Universität Wien (VIAS) 2000-2003 
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niederschlug. Die an dieser Einrichtung ebenfalls ansässigen Kolleginnen und Kollegen zur Archäometrie 
und Materialanalytik, sei es auf dem Gebiet der Keramik oder der Metallverarbeitung, fanden in Dir nicht 
nur einen interessierten Fürsprecher, sondern auch einen Förderer in zahlreichen Projekten. Dies gelang Dir 
auch an Deiner letzten Wirkungsstätte: Die Gründung des Labors für Experimentelle Archäologie in Mayen 
soll hier stellvertretend für Deine vielen Projekte am Römisch-Germanischen Zentralmuseum an der Schnitt-
stelle zwischen Materialwissenschaften und Archäologie stehen. 
Dein hohes Interesse für neueste technische Verfahren in der Archäologie zeigte sich ab Ende der 1980er 
Jahre in deiner Unterstützung der archäologischen Prospektion, die zu dieser Zeit noch in den Kinderschu-
hen steckte. So wurde dein Projekt »Halbturn« zur Untersuchung einer römischen villa rustica und des 
dazugehörigen Gräberfeldes das erste Vorzeigeprojekt zur geophysikalischen Prospektion und in Folge der 
integrierten Prospektion. Die Förderung und Unterstützung der Methodenentwicklung in der archäologi-
schen Prospektion zeigt sich auch an Deiner Beteiligung an der Gründung des Ludwig Boltzmann Instituts 
für Archäologische Prospektion und Virtuelle Archäologie (LBI ArchPro) 2010 in Wien, unter dessen Part-
nerinstitutionen sich das RGZM in Mainz befindet und dessen Scientific Board Du seither angehörst. Der 
Zusammenarbeit von LBI ArchPro und RGZM entstammen mehrere gemeinsame Projekte in den Ländern 
Mittel- und Südeuropas. Auch die – weltweit erste – erfolgreiche archäologische Unterwasserprospektion 
auf dem Bereich der Fernerkundung (Airborne Laser Bathymetry) im Jahr 2012 ist auf deine Unterstützung 
zurückzuführen. An dieser Stelle sei über die Naturwissenschaften wiederum eine Brücke zur Kunstge-
schichte geschlagen – selbstverständlich von Deiner Seite: Denn in den von Dir initiierten oder koopera-
tiv mitgetragenen Forschungsprojekten zu frühmittelalterlichen Schatzfunden, wie jenen von Sânnicolau 
Mare / Nagyszentmiklós oder von Vrap, wurden natürlich archäologische, kunsthistorisch-stilgeschichtliche 
und materialanalytische sowie feinschmiedetechnische Analysen miteinander verknüpft, um hierdurch ei-
nen Mehrwert im Sinne einer breiteren kulturhistorischen Betrachtungsweise zu gewinnen.
Damit ist es nur noch ein kleiner Sprung zu Deiner nächsten nachhaltigen Integrationsleistung, nämlich der 
Verbindung des »Lateinischen« und des »Griechischen Mittelalters« durch die langjährige Zusammenarbeit 
mit Fachkolleginnen und -kollegen der Byzantinistik: Dies ist in der Tat nicht hoch genug zu schätzen, war 
es doch um den Austausch zwischen diesen historischen Fachgebieten nicht zum Besten bestellt. Deine Ar-
beiten zum Einfluss der byzantinischen Welt auf die awarische Sachkultur war hier in vielerlei Hinsicht weg-
weisend; die Zusammenführung von Byzantinistik, Frühgeschichtsforschung und lateinischer Mediävistik 
wurde bzw. wird von Dir bis heute in zahlreichen Projektkooperationen vorangetrieben: Erwähnt seien hier 
nur pars pro toto die langjährige Zusammenarbeit mit Ewald Kislinger bei der Erforschung des Conventazzo 
in Torrenova auf Sizilien sowie die im Rahmen des SAW-Verfahrens der Leibniz-Gemeinschaft geförderten 
Projekte zu den byzantinischen Wassermühlen in Ephesos, zum byzantinischen Pilgerwesen oder zu Alltag, 
Umwelt und Untergang des frühbyzantinischen Caričin Grad. Es war eine logische Konsequenz der stetig 
gewachsenen Vertrautheit mit der byzanti(nisti)schen Welt, dass Dir die Herausgeberschaft des Supple-
mentbandes 11 des Neuen Pauly mit dem Thema »Byzanz. Historisch-kulturwissenschaftliches Handbuch« 
anvertraut wurde, im Ergebnis dann 2016 ein opus magnum von rund 650 Seiten unter Mitwirkung von 
über 70 Gelehrten zum Wissensstand des Faches.
All diese Projekte nahmst Du nebst vielen anderen im Rahmen Deiner Anstellung als Generaldirektor am 
Römisch-Germanischen Zentralmuseum in Mainz wahr. Diese Funktion hattest Du seit 2003 bis nun zur 
anstehenden Pensionierung inne und prägtest damit maßgeblich die archäologische Forschung in der Bun-
desrepublik Deutschland, dank Deiner zahlreichen internationalen Kontakte aber auch weit darüber hinaus: 
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Dazu zählen unter anderem die Projekte »Transformation und Kulturaustausch am Rand der mediterranen 
Welt. Das Bergland der Krim im Frühmittelalter« sowie »Reiterkrieger, Burgenbauer. Die frühen Ungarn 
und das Deutsche Reich vom 9. bis zum 11. Jahrhundert«, in denen in bewährter Weise Fachkolleginnen 
und -kollegen aus Ost- und Mitteleuropa kooperierten und dabei scheinbar »inkompatible« historische 
Zugänge, wie Politik- und Ereignisgeschichte mit Landschafts- und Umweltarchäologie, zusammengeführt 
wurden. Am Römisch-Germanischen Zentralmuseum selbst war es Deine Aufgabe, die Großinstitution in 
einer veränderten und stärker konkurrenzorientierten Wissenschaftslandschaft zu positionieren. Dass ge-
rade Deine Stärke zur Kooperation und Vernetzung das Römisch-Germanische Zentralmuseum nachhaltig 
abzusichern vermochte, zeigt, dass Konkurrenzfähigkeit im Sinne des heute heiß umkämpften Drittmit-
telmarkts und Zusammenarbeit keine Gegensätze sein müssen, sondern im Gegenteil einander bedingen, 
was wiederum bedeutet, dass nur im Teilen und Austauschen von Methoden und Ergebnissen Erkenntnis 
vertieft werden kann und über die scientific community hinaus Gesellschaften von diesen Erkenntnissen 
profitieren.
Genau dies wiederum führt zu einer weiteren Facette Deiner vielseitigen Wissenschaftspersönlichkeit: Falko 
Daim als Ausstellungsgestalter und Museumsmensch. So wie einerseits Deine Mitarbeit an der Niederöster-
reichischen Landesausstellung 1981 »Die Kuenringer« Dich in ein Netzwerk an österreichischen Mediävisten 
hineinwachsen ließ, das sich bis heute als prägend für die österreichische Forschungslandschaft darstellt, 
so hast Du andererseits dort erstmals die Sensibilität und erstes Know-how für die Fragen museumspäda-
gogischer Übersetzung von wissenschaftlichen Arbeitsweisen und Ergebnissen entwickelt. Auch dies sind 
Kompetenzen, die Du blendend in gemeinsamen Ausstellungsbesuchen im Rahmen von Studierendenex-
kursionen zu vermitteln verstehst. Es nimmt daher nicht wunder, dass Du mehrfach tragende Aufgaben in 
der Konzeption und Durchführung großer Ausstellungen einnahmst und auch noch einnehmen wirst. Dazu 
zählen »Ausstellungsklassiker« wie die Burgenländische Landesausstellung 1996 »Hunnen und Awaren. 
Reitervölker aus dem Osten« auf Schloss Halbturn, die Niederösterreichischen Landesausstellungen »Sein 
und Sinn – Burg und Mensch« 2001 in Ottenstein und Waldreichs sowie 2005 gemeinsam mit Wolfgang 
Neubauer »Geheimnisvolle Kreisgräben« am Heldenberg, in der Bundeskunsthalle in Bonn 2006 »Macht 
aus dem Jenseits. Xi‘an – Kaisergräber und Tempelschätze aus Chinas alter Hauptstadt« sowie die beiden 
großen Byzanz-Ausstellungen »Byzanz – Pracht und Alltag« 2010 ebenfalls in der Bundeskunsthalle und 
2012 »Das goldene Byzanz und der Orient« auf der niederösterreichischen Schallaburg, der eine dritte in 
diesem Jahr (2018) am letztgenannten Ausstellungsort mit dem Titel »Byzanz und der Westen« folgen wird.
Damit ist nur kursorisch und höchst unvollständig Dein Wirkungskreis umrissen, Du mögest bitte über un-
bedachte Ausblendungen und Unterlassungen hinwegsehen … Dass mit einem derartigen Schaffensdrang 
auch dementsprechende Einladungen zu Mitgliedschaften in höchstrangigen Wissenschaftsgremien ein-
hergingen, sei nur kurz erwähnt: 2003-2014 Mitglied der Zentraldirektion des Deutschen Archäologischen 
Instituts (Berlin), seit 2003 Mitglied der Römisch-Germanischen Kommission des DAI (Frankfurt am Main), 
Korrespondierendes Mitglied der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften (ÖAW) im Ausland 2007, 
Mitglied des wissenschaftlichen Beirats des Österreichischen Archäologischen Instituts seit 2009, Mitglied 
der Ungarischen Gesellschaft für Kunstgeschichte und Archäologie seit 2009, Korrespondierendes Mitglied 
des Archäologischen Instituts der Slowakischen Akademie der Wissenschaften 2009, Mitglied des Scientific 
Council des Instituts für Kulturgeschichte der Antike der ÖAW (Wien) 2010-2014, Mitglied des Wissen-
schaftlichen Beirats derselben Einrichtung seit 2014, des Wissenschaftlichen Beirats des Instituts für Mittel-
alterforschung an der ÖAW seit 2014 sowie Ehrenmitglied der Ungarischen Akademie der Wissenschaften 
seit 2016.
XVIII Zum Geleit
Lieber Jubilar, so wie Dein Abgang in Wien 2003 eine große Lücke hinterlassen hat, so wird dies wohl auch 
mit der Beendigung Deines Dienstverhältnisses als Generaldirektor am Römisch-Germanischen Zentral-
museum sein. Wir wissen aber alle, dass damit zum Glück Dein Schaffensdrang nicht zu Ende sein wird, 
und wir freuen uns bereits auf allerlei Kooperationen in »neuem Gewand«. Darüber hinaus kannst Du 
Dir mit uns gewiss sein: So wie Du nun viele Kolleginnen und Kollegen in zahllosen Lehrveranstaltungen, 
Forschungs- und Ausstellungsprojekten sowie im persönlichen Gespräch auf Tagungen und in anderen 
Zusammenhängen inspiriert hast, sind die oben angesprochenen »Lücken« nur virtuell, denn Deine Ideen 
und Zugänge haben unsere Arbeit so sehr geprägt, dass sie damit in vielerlei Hinsicht auch immer »Deine« 
Projekte sind und sein werden.
In diesem Sinne: Ad multos annos!
Deine Freunde und Wegbegleiter
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ÁDÁM BOLLÓK · GERGELY SZENTHE
IMAGES OF THE GOOD LIFE ON A SET OF  
LATE ANTIQUE GOLD SHEETS FROM KUNÁGOTA
The Byzantine artefacts 1 discovered in 1857 among the finds of a grave assemblage at Kunágota (Kom. 
Békés / H) 2 have always occupied a prominent position among the Byzantine and Byzantinising elements of 
the Avar-period archaeological record, whose analysis has been one of the focal points of archaeological 
studies on the Avar-period material culture of the Carpathian Basin during the past three decades. The 
gold light solidus of Justinian (r. 527-565) played a key role in the correct chronological attribution of the 
grave assemblage and, given the very early discovery of the finds, of the entire (early) Avar-period material 
culture 3. Later, a similar role was ascribed to the belt set when attempting to determine the more precise 
chronological position of the grave itself and of the archaeological horizon to which it belongs 4. Still, 
the eventful early history of the assemblage 5 and the highly fragmented state characterising many of the 
Kunágota objects caused major difficulties in accurately determining the forms as well as the function of 
some of its components. It is thus quite natural that the reconstruction of the one-time shape of the assem-
blage’s silver cup 6 and the identification of the erstwhile function of the gold sheet fragments as decorative 
elements of a sword’s hilt and scabbard 7 was only possible on the strength of analogous finds that came 
to light later than the Kunágota grave. While the function of the decorated gold sheet fragments unfolded 
but slowly, their Byzantine origin was apparent from the very moment of the burial’s first publication. Based 
on the well-legible parts of a Greek inscription on two fragments, Flóris Rómer 8 and Ferenc Pulszky 9 had 
correctly determined the »early medieval« Greek, i. e. Byzantine workmanship of the gold sheets.
It is therefore hardly surprising that the finds of the Kunágota assemblage have commanded a central in-
terest in the Jubilant’s oeuvre, whose studies have played a ground-breaking role in the identification and 
evaluation of the Byzantine elements in the Avar-period archaeological record 10. In addition to covering the 
finds from Kunágota in his own studies 11, he regularly showcased one or more Byzantine artefacts from the 
1 We would like to express our gratitude to Sándor Ősi (Institute 
of Archaeology, Research Centre for the Humanities, Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences) for his conscientious work and the time he 
invested into the graphic processing of the figures accompanying 
our paper.
2 The grave assemblage is published in its most complete and au-
thentic form in Garam, Katalog 87-90. 106 pls 53-63.
3 Pulszky, A magyarországi avar leletekről 6-8. For the discovery of 
the grave assemblage and their importance for the identification 
of the Avar material, see Bóna, A XIX. század 88-98; for the soli-
dus, see Somogyi, Byzantinische Fundmünzen cat. no. 44: 59-60.
4 Cf., e. g., Kiss, Zeitstellung 70-72. Previous scholarship is reviewed 
by Bóna, A XIX. század 90. 97. 128-129 n. 18; Kiss, Zeitstellung 
67-68. For this issue, see our discussion on pp. 74-77, below.
5 The frequent mix-ups regarding the assemblage’s composition 
are reviewed by: Bóna, A XIX. század 88-98.
6 László, A tépei lelet 78. 85 pl. XIX.1a.
 7 Already in 1897: Pulszky, Magyarország archaeologiája 90, and 
in 1926: Fettich, Garnitures, correctly identified the gold sheets 
once covering the three-lobed suspension loops as the adorn-
ments of a sword. The sword and its gold appliqué ornaments 
were first reconstructed in the 1930s by Gyula László, who, 
however, only published his reconstruction drawing in 1950: 
László, A kunágotai lelet aranyveretes. Later, several smaller 
modifications were proposed by László himself as well as by 
István Bóna and László Simon, cf. Simon, A kunágotai; Simon, 
Korai avar 276-277.
 8 Rómer, Illustrirter Fuehrer 29 speaks about »die Verwendung von 
griechischen Kunstgegenständen auf barbarischem Schmuck«.
 9 Pulszky, A magyarországi avar leletekről 8.
10 Cf., e. g., Daim, Awarischer Greiff; Daim, »Byzantinische« Gür-
telgarnituren; Daim, Byzantine Belt; Daim et al., Kaiser, Vögel, 
Rankenwerk; Daim, Awaren und Byzanz.
11 Daim / Rácz, Kunágota; Daim, Avars 471. 482. 492. 533-534 
pls 7-8; Daim, Byzantine Belt 64-65.
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assemblage in the major exhibitions he had curated on Byzantine art and culture 12, thereby making them 
known to international Byzantine scholarship. It is our hope that he will enjoy the photo documentation 
and discussion of one of the most intriguing elements of the Kunágota grave, a fascinating illustration of 
the many-facetted Avar-Byzantine cultural contacts.
Even though the Kunágota assemblage was one of the very first Avar-period graves to reach a public collec-
tion in the middle decades of the 19th century, the various publications reproducing drawings 13 or photos 14 
of the decorated gold sheets are generally of little help 15 to those interested in the decoration itself. As has 
been noted in the above, all scholars discussing the Kunágota grave assemblage were fully aware from the 
very beginning that the four major fragments displaying the figures of a Dionysiac procession (figs 1-2; 3, 
2-3; 4, 2-3; 10), the eight long rectangular fragments adorned with a hunting scene (figs 5-8) and another 
large rectangular fragment depicting a hunting and a marine scene (figs 3, 1; 4, 1) 16 were of foreign, most 
probably of Byzantine origin. Still, over half a century elapsed after the assemblage’s first publication with-
out any serious attempts to reconstruct the sheets’ original size, decorative scheme and function.
The first breakthrough came with Gyula László’s meticulous study in the 1930s. The still best-available pub-
lished photos were made at this time, apparently at László’s request, and appeared as the illustrations to his 
paper 17. After a fastidious examination of the extant fragments, László prepared an accurate reconstruction 
drawing of the cut-up sheets’ original appearance (fig. 11) 18, and provided a detailed description of their 
iconography 19 alongside a discussion of the iconographic and stylistic analogies known to him at the time 20, 
suggesting that the decorated gold sheets had once been attached to a casket (perhaps a jewellery box) 21. 
On the strength of these conclusions and the assumed chronological position of the assemblage as a whole, 
he dated the sheets to the mid-6th century and proposed an Alexandrian workshop as the probable place of 
manufacture 22. However, he appears to have discarded this workshop attribution, since more than a decade 
later he noted in a passing remark that the sheets’ place of manufacture had been Antioch 23 (although it is 
possible that Antioch was merely a slip of the pen for Alexandria).
Even though tremendous advances have been made both in the field of Avar-period archaeology in general 
and in the evaluation of the Byzantine artefacts discovered in the Avar-period material record in particular 
since the appearance of László’s paper in 1938, subsequent studies confined themselves to quoting László’s 
main conclusions as regards the Kunágota fragments 24. This is hardly surprising, given that both László’s 
iconographical description and, disregarding some minor details, his reconstruction drawing were based on 
solid evidence and were academically sound. Both have stood the test of time. Apparently, his Kunágota 
paper was part of a larger project, conceived and carried out under the guidance of András Alföldi, the 
renowned classical scholar. As one of Alföldi’s doctoral students, László reviewed and evaluated a group of 
the late antique Mediterranean / early Byzantine elements of the Avar-period archaeological record, usually 
12 Szenthe, Gürtelgarnitur; Szenthe, Goldbeschlagenes Schwert.
13 Simon, A kunágotai 55-57 pls 1-8; Simon, Korai avar pl. 22, 1; 
Garam, Katalog 181-182 pls 56-57; Garam, Funde byzantini-
scher Herkunft 368-369 pls 117-118.
14 László, A kunágotai lelet 56 pl. I; László, A kunágotai lelet arany-
veretes pls X-XI; Szenthe, Gürtelgarnitur; Szenthe, Goldbeschla-
genes Schwert.
15 One exception being the fairly useful drawings published by 
Hampel, A régibb középkor vol. 1, pl. XXXXIX, 1-5. 7. 9-10; 
Hampel, Alterthümer vol. 3, pl. 260, 1-5. 7. 9-10, republished 
by Pulszky, Magyarország pl. CXXXXV, 1-5. 7. 9-10.
16 The Dionysiac subject matter was accurately identified by 
Pulszky, A magyarországi avar leletekről 8; Pulszky, Magyar-
ország 90; Hampel, A régibb középkor vol. 1, 52-53; Hampel, 
Alterthümer vol. 2, 339-340 on the basis of the well-legible 
words ΧΑΡΙC and ΔΙΟΝΥ[σος]. Neither did the identification of 
the lion hunt and marine scenes pose serious problems to either 
Pulszky or Hampel.
17 László, A kunágotai lelet 56 pl. I; 57 fig. 27; 59 pl. II.
18 László, A kunágotai lelet 61 pl. III.
19 László, A kunágotai lelet 55-60. 131-133.
20 László, A kunágotai lelet 60-83. 134-147.
21 László, A kunágotai lelet 85-86. 148.
22 László, A kunágotai lelet 80. 144.
23 László, A kunágotai lelet aranyveretes 31. 33.
24 Cf., e. g., Simon, A kunágotai 51-52; Simon, Korai avar 276; 
Ga ram, Katalog 34; Garam, Funde byzantinischer Herkunft 
159.
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lumped together under the label »early Christian« at the time 25. László, who no doubt received important 
guidance from his supervisor and was privileged to make a study trip to Greece in 1938, thus acquired a 
good personal knowledge of both the late antique metal objects of the eastern Mediterranean known in 
his time and of the literature dedicated to these artefacts.
Still, there can be little doubt that the tremendous advances made since the 1930s in the field of late an-
tique archaeology and art history as well as the enormous broadening of the archaeological record 26 call 
for a re-assessment of László’s contentions. In addition, we may also note a further difficulty, namely the 
inadequate quality of the illustrations published in previous studies, which prompted us to take a fresh look 
at the Kunágota fragments. Although the originals of László’s photographs are of superb quality (figs 2; 4; 
6; 8; 9, 1-2), they were, with the exception of three fragments 27, sadly printed at a fairly small scale and 
thus hardly provide an appropriate documentation that would offer a good starting point for a new eval-
uation of the fragments. Therefore, in order to fill this major gap, the present study publishes two sets of 
photos of the decorated gold sheets. The first, the black-and-white set, was made in the 1930s and thus 
documents the state of the sheets before they were attached to a modern reconstruction of the Kunágota 
sword. The second, the colour set, was taken by the present authors and shows the current condition as dis-
played in the museum exhibition. The sheets’ current state of being affixed to a reconstruction significantly 
adds to the difficulties of documenting them and makes it impossible to present all parts of a particular 
sheet on a single photo without graphically processing and merging various pictures. Therefore, the two 
sets of photos, created before and after the museum installation, complement each other. In both cases, 
our emphasis is on the original state and appearance of the sheets rather than on their secondary function 
as embellishments on the sword’s hilt and scabbard. Their orientation in the figures therefore corresponds 
to the original arrangement of the displayed scenes instead of how they had been secured to the sword. 
This seemed to us a prudent approach since the sheets had reached the museum without the iron sword 28, 
and disregarding the sheets on the suspension loops and the two sheets covering the end of the hilt under 
the loop, the formal traits of the fragments do not, in themselves, provide incontestable evidence for the 
one-time arrangement of the cut-up sheets. (Although the present reconstruction makes good sense and 
is acceptable for the greater part, it remains uncertain whether the pairing of the rectangular sheets with 
identical scenes on the reconstruction corresponds to their original arrangement.)
A BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FRAGMENTS
Since the undecorated gold sheets of the Kunágota sword do not provide the modern observer with any 
secure formal clues for determining whether they originate from the same artefact to which the decorated 
fragments had once been attached, we shall exclude them from the following detailed discussion and shall 
only cite them if necessary.
25 His dissertation was published in 1935: László, Az avar kori 
műipar. Alföldi, who was known to have steered his doctoral 
students towards subjects that he was interested in, but was 
reluctant to cover himself, had repeatedly discussed various as-
pects of the Mediterranean connections of the Avar-period ma-
terial in his earlier works, cf. Alföldi, Untergang 30-56; Alföldi, 
Historische Bestimmung. 
26 For the state of late antique archaeology in general, see Lavan, 
Late Antique Archaeology; for some advances in the field of 
late antique and Byzantine archaeology, see Bollók, Byzantine 
Archaeology.
27 László, A kunágotai lelet 57 fig. 27; 59 pl. II.
28 For the discovery of the Kunágota grave and how it eventu-
ally reached the Hungarian National Museum, see Bóna, A 
XIX. század 88-90; Garam, Katalog 32-36.
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Four fragments with the figures of a Dionysiac thiasos
As has been correctly established by László, the two larger decorated gold fragments of irregular shape 
(figs 3, 2-3; 4, 2-3) that were once attached to the upper end of the sword hilt and the two sheets encasing 
the suspension loops (figs 1-2) were cut out from one or more gold sheets embellished with the figures of 
a Dionysiac thiasos set in medallions. Unfortunately, since the fragments represent relatively small portions 
of the original sheet(s) (cf. fig. 10), it cannot be decided with absolute certainty whether the currently 
extant pieces derive from one, two or four sheets. What can be ascertained, however, from the raised ribs 
along the left edge of the fragments in figures 3, 2-3 and 4, 2-3, and the right edge of the fragments in 
figures 5-6, is that the medallions had been flanked by raised ribs along their vertical sides. The projection 
of the rectangular sheets onto each other indicates that these had borne four sets of lion hunting scenes 
(see below). None of the fragments retain the lower portion of the medallions and thus there is no positive 
evidence that some had not been arranged underneath one other. Bearing these caveats in mind, the four 
fragments will be discussed as originating from separate sheets in view of the distribution of certain orna-
mental schemes as well as for the sake of simplicity. 
Fragment 1: L.: 5.08 cm; W.: 2.45 cm; Th.: 0.0052 cm 
(figs  3, 3; 4, 3). A hole piercing the sheet can only be 
noted on Frgs 1-2, on the left side (figs 3, 2-3; 4, 2-3). 
These originate from the rivets with which the sheets were 
attached to the sword hilt, given that they are set opposite 
each other and that the burr can be seen on the reverse 
on Frg. 1, while it appears on the obverse on Frg. 2. 
Fragment 2: L.: 4.26 cm; W.: 2.4 cm (figs 3, 2; 4, 2).
Fig. 1 Fragments 3-4, Kunágota (Kom. Békés / H), current state: 1 fragment 4. – 2 fragment 3. – (Photo Á. Bollók / G. Szenthe; graphic 
processing S. Ősi). – Scale 2:1.
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Fragment 3: L.: 6.03 cm; W: 1.16-1.86 cm; H.: 0.7 cm; Th.: 
0.017 cm; Diam. of beadrow: 0.12 cm; Diam. of medallion 
field: 0.9 cm (figs 1, 2; 2, 3-4).
Fragment 4: L.: 5.88 cm; W.: 1.18-1.94 cm; H.: 0.64 cm; 
Th.: 0.015 cm; Diam. of beadrow: 0.12 cm; Diam. of me-
dallion field: 0.9 cm (figs 1, 1; 2, 1-2).
Curiously enough, and lacking an apparent explanation, each medallion fragment represents the medal-
lions’ left side, neither comes from the right side (fig. 10). The imagery of the medallion, a Dionysiac thia-
sos, can be pieced together from the four extant fragments, which retain the following components. The 
depiction of an old bearded satyr, an askophoros, standing barefoot, appears on the left side. His head is in 
profile, his upper torso, also in profile, is naked. His body below the waist, shown in three-quarters’ view, is 
wrapped in a mantle. His left hand is raised to his head, his outstretched right grasps a wineskin (askos) 29, 
and his left leg crosses his right, as if making a dance step – or, as proposed by László, simply a standing 
stance 30. A Greek inscription begins in line with his waist: a letter X or a similar sign 31, followed by the 
word ΧΑΡΙC (»grace«) (figs 1, 2; 2, 3-4; 3, 3; 4, 3), and the word initial ΔΙΟΝΥ (figs 2, 3; 3, 3; 4, 3) can be 
29 Askophoroi carrying the wineskin on their shoulder are more 
frequent (cf., e. g., Matz, Dionysische Sarkophage vol. I, 46-48 
with his Types A-E = TH 69-73. – Cahn / Kaufmann-Heinimann, 
Kaiseraugst pl. 118; Marangou, Bone Carvings pls 14-15; Török, 
Transfigurations fig. 100), while variants with the wineskin held 
in front of the body are very rarely attested.
30 László, A kunágotai lelet 58.
31 For similar X signs at the beginning and end of late antique 
inscriptions accompanying metalwork, see for instance the 
6th-century gold medallion with a depiction of the Three Graces 
and the accompanying text ΧΑΡΙΤΗC, »Graces«, with an X at 
each end of the word: Spier, Treasures cat. no. 150: 202.
Fig. 2 Fragments 3-4, Kunágota (Kom. Békés / H), archive photos: 1-2 fragment 4. – 3-4 fragment 3. – (Photo Archives of the Hungarian 
National Museum: 1. 4 no. 230 N; 2-3 no. 96 N; graphic processing S. Ősi). – Scale 2:1.
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clearly made out. Thus, the inscription can be read as ΧΑΡΙC ΔΙΟΝΥ[CΟΥ], χάρις Διονύ[σου], i. e. »Grace of 
Dionysus«. The figure of the askophoros has only survived in its entirety on Frg. 1 (figs 3, 3; 4, 3), while the 
head and the legs are missing on Frg. 3 (figs 1, 2; 2, 3-4), and only his lower limbs are preserved on Frg. 2 
(figs 3, 2; 4, 2). The figure of a sitting maenad in frontal view (figs 1, 2; 2, 3-4; 3, 2-3; 4, 2-3) appears on all 
three sheet fragments under the figure of the satyr, to the right of his foot. She appears to be wearing some 
kind of garment (its folds can be seen on the archive photo of the reverse of Frg. 3: fig. 2, 3). Her right arm 
Fig. 3 Fragments 1-2, 5, Kunágota (Kom. Békés / H), current state: 1 fragment 5. – 2 fragment 2. – 3 fragment 1. – (Photo Á. Bollók / 
G. Szenthe; graphic processing S. Ősi). – Scale 2:1.
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is lifted, with her hand raised roughly as high as her bosom. László envisioned a box and a serpent crawling 
out of it (i. e. a cista mystica) in front of / beneath her left leg 32, again probably based on the archive photo 
of the reverse of Frg. 3, on which the figure of the serpent 33 can be fairly clearly made out (fig. 2, 3). Above 
32 László, A kunágotai lelet 58. 33 Although a serpent is regularly depicted in association with the 
cista, it appears independently of the box on some images, cf. 
Hobbs, Mildenhall Treasure 67 pl. 96.
Fig. 4 Fragments 1-2, 5, Kunágota (Kom. Békés / H), archive photos: 1 fragment 5. – 2 fragment 2. – 3 fragment 1. – (Photo Archives of 
the Hungarian National Museum, no. 230 N; graphic processing S. Ősi). – Scale 2:1.
64 Á. Bollók · G. Szenthe · Images of the Good Life on a Set of Late Antique Gold Sheets from Kunágota
the head of the satyr on Frg. 1 (figs 3, 3; 4, 3) is a beribboned thyrsos, which on the testimony of Frg. 4 
(figs 1, 1; 2, 1-2) is held by another dancing maenad. The maenad’s head appears in profile on the reverse 
of Frg. 4 (fig. 2, 2). She is barefoot and her twisting body is depicted in three-quarters’ view. Her garment, 
most probably a peplos, reaches to the ground (figs 1, 1; 2, 1-2), while the textiles fluttering above and 
below the upper end of the thyrsos (figs 3, 3; 4, 3) behind her back (figs 1, 1; 2, 1-2) and around her head 
are part of the customary veil. A pair of cymbals (kymbala) is thrown below her feet 34, underneath which 
the head of Pan emerges in frontal view (figs 1, 1; 2, 1-2). His left arm is raised with the palm facing the 
viewer; his right is almost entirely missing, but it was originally below his naked upper torso, shown in fron-
tal view with a garland slung across his right shoulder 35. A short crooked staff, Pan’s pedum, thrown on the 
ground 36 appears between his head and the satyr’s wineskin (figs 1, 1; 2, 2-3).
34 Although the image of the pair of cymbals is not particularly 
well drawn, the similar Roman (Matz, Dionysische Sarkophage 
vol. II, cat. no. 79: 195 pl. 97) and late antique (Hobbs, Milden-
hall Treasure 29-30 pls 36. 40; 68-70 pls 99-100. 103) depic-
tions furnish sufficient proof for the illustration of cymbals tied 
together and thrown on the ground in addition to the more 
widespread images of cymbals held by maenads and other rev-
ellers of the thiasos.
35 For garlands, mostly worn by Dionysos, see, e. g., Matz, Diony-
sische Sarkophage vol. III, cat. no. 171: 318-319 pls  192-193; 
vol. IV, cat. no. 284: 473-474 pl. 311; vol. II, cat. no. 100: 239-
240 pl. 128 (Heracles).
36 The pedum thrown on the ground, indicated by a beadrow on 
the Kunágota sheet, is generally depicted as being held by Pan 
and the satyrs, although in some cases, it is shown lying on the 
ground, cf. Hobbs, Mildenhall Treasure 29 pls 36-37; Balty, Le 
mosaïque pl. X.1.
Fig. 5 Fragments 6-8, Kunágota (Kom. Békés / H), current state: 1 fragment 6. – 2 fragment 7. – 3 fragment 8. – (Photo Á. Bollók / 
G. Szenthe; graphic processing S. Ősi). – Scale 2:1.
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A fragment with hunting and fishing scenes (figs 3, 1; 4, 1)
Fragment 5: L.: 4.64 cm; W.: 3.22 cm.
The upper edge is framed by a beadrow and a similar beadrow separates the two registers and runs along 
the lower edge. A fishing (marine 37) scene with the figures in profile view is depicted in the upper register. A 
single-masted boat with two figures, one sitting in the stern and holding an oar, the other in the bow lifting 
a fish dangling on his hook, is set in the middle. A larger fish (perhaps a dolphin or another type of fish 38) 
looms behind the boat, while the identification of the creature in front of the boat remains uncertain. The 
figure of a cuttlefish or an octopus and various other fishes appear to its right.
The lower register of Frg. 5 bears a hunting scene, which shall be discussed at greater length below because 
it is wholly identical with those fragments. It must here be noted that the three to four tiny bosses on the 
37 Unfortunately, the small scene does not allow a very specific 
identification. Single-masted boats appear in various marine 
and lacustrine scenes (cf., e. g., the boats sailing on the Dead 
Sea on the Madaba Mosaic Map: Friedman, Sailing figs 4. 7-8). 
The identification of the fishing scene on Frg. 5 as a Nilotic 
scene can be rejected in the lack of specific Nile flora and fauna, 
while the appearance of the cuttlefish / octopus bespeaks a ma-
rine environment.
38 For a larger fish appearing behind a fisherman’s boat, see the 
mosaic in the Church of the Priest Wa’il at Madaba (JOR): Pic-
cirillo, Mosaics 243 fig. 398.
Fig. 6 Fragments 6-8, Kunágota (Kom. Békés / H), archive photos: 1 fragment 6. – 2 fragment 7. – 3 fragment 8. – (Photo Archives of 
the Hungarian National Museum, no. 200 N; graphic processing S. Ősi). – Scale 2:1.
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lower left side were probably part of the beadrow once framing the medallion, making it very likely that 
Frg. 5 had once been adjacent to a medallion with a Dionysiac thiasos. (Even though a similar beadrow runs 
along the upper edge, the beads are more densely spaced that in the beadrow enclosing the medallion 
and the latter seems to fit to our beadrow as far as this can be established on the basis of the remaining 
three / four beads.) It must also be noted that although the upper edge of Frg. 4 that was folded for the 
loop originates from the sheet portion with the medallion beadrow (cf. fig. 10, 1), there are no traces what-
soever of the beads of a former beadrow on the folded-back strip (perhaps owing to the strong hammer-
blows directed at this section during its reworking). 
Fig. 7 Fragments 9-13, Kunágota (Kom. Békés / H), current state: 1 fragment 9. – 2 fragment 10. – 3 fragment 11. – 4 fragment 12. – 
5 fragment 13. – (Photo Á. Bollók / G. Szenthe; graphic processing S. Ősi). – Scale 2:1.
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Eight fragments with hunting scenes
Fragment 6: L.: 6.39 cm; W.: 1.6-1.62 cm (figs 5, 1; 6, 1).
Fragment 7: L.: 4.65 cm; W.: 1.55-1.58 cm (figs 5, 2; 6, 2).
Fragment 8: L.: 6.41 cm; W.: 1.57-1.6 cm (figs. 5, 3; 6, 3).
Fragment 9: L.: 5.29 cm; W.: 0.8-0.82 cm; Th.: 0.0042 cm 
(figs 7, 1; 8, 1).
Fragment 10: L.: 4.36 cm; W.: 0.78-0.81 cm (figs 7, 2; 8, 2).
Fragment 11: L.: 3.68 cm; W.: 1.06-1.09 cm (figs 7, 3; 8, 3).
Fragment 12: L.: 5.95 cm; W.: 1.61-1.62 cm (figs 7, 4; 8, 4).
Fragment 13: L.: 4.04 cm; W.: 1.59-1.62 cm; Th.: 0.013 cm 
(figs 7, 5; 8, 5).
Fig. 8 Fragments 9-13, Kunágota (Kom. Békés / H), archive photos: 1 fragment 9. – 2 fragment 10. – 3 fragment 11. – 4 fragment 12. – 
5 fragment 13. – (Photo Archives of the Hungarian National Museum, no. 200 N; graphic processing S. Ősi). – Scale 2:1.
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Interestingly enough, while all four medallions depicting a Dionysiac procession retain the left side of the 
scene, three of the long rectangular sheets come from the right side of the original composition (figs 5-6), 
four from the middle (or, better said, five, if the lower half of Frg. 5 is included) (figs 7-8), and only a sin-
gle piece (Frg. 9: figs 7, 1; 8, 1) retains some elements of the left end. After positioning the sheets beside 
each other, it is immediately clear that a triple-branched tree forms the composition’s central axis, with a 
pair of human figures hunting lions to its right and left. The two creatures standing closer to the tree have 
prominent manes bespeaking lions, while the two standing farther lack a mane, suggesting that they are 
lionesses. The hunters and the lions / lionesses are both depicted in profile, with the upper torso of the men 
in frontal view showing their chests and backs. The hunters appear to be naked expect for small loin-cloths. 
They each grasp the lower end of their spears with their right hand, their arms are bent at the elbow behind 
their back, their left arms extend forward, with a firm hold on the upper end of the spears they are thrust-
ing into the breasts of the animals. A delicate line above the right upper arms is perhaps what has survived 
of a baldric, an upper bow arm or a fluttering cape. Another tree stands between the lions and the combat 
scene between the hunters and the lionesses.
Two U-shaped fragments with rosettes and human heads (fig. 9)
Fragment 14: L.: 2.4 cm; W.: 1.8 cm; H.: 0.42 cm (fig. 9, 
1. 3).
Fragment 15: L.: 2.44 cm; W.: 1.78 cm; H.: 0.52 cm (fig. 9, 
2. 4).
A four-petalled rosette is enclosed within a raised D-shaped border in the upper register. The spaces between 
the petals of the rosette are filled with three-petalled vegetal ornaments. The damaged lower registers, also 
enclosed within a raised border, depict two human heads in profile facing each other, both encircled by a 
raised and a beaded beadrow frame.
PROBLEMS OF INTERPRETATION
While László suggested that the original artefact embellished by the decorated gold sheet fragments from 
Kunágota had perhaps been a jewellery casket manufactured in mid-6th century Alexandria (or Antioch) on 
the strength of the parallels known to him, all three assertions are rather uncertain, as we shall see below. 
As far as chronology is concerned, the date of the Kunágota assemblage offers only a terminus ante quem 
for the manufacture of the sheets (see the following section). In the lack of closely dated good counterparts, 
the gold sheets themselves can only roughly be dated to the 6th and the earlier 7th century.
The identification of the sheets’ original function was based on circumstantial evidence, too. Although 
László was fully aware that an identification as embellishments of a jewellery casket was tentative at best, 
he nonetheless opted for this interpretation because a reconstruction as a Spangenhelm – which provided 
some of the then known parallels – could be excluded in view of the sheets’ reconstructable size and 
form 39, and because most of the similar late antique metal sheets could be found among casket mounts. 
Another argument in favour of a casket was that at least four medallions and the adjacent hunting and 
marine scenes could be confidently inferred (assuming that the sheets bearing only hunting scenes or some 
of them had been cut out from a sheet decorated in a like manner as Frg. 5), and thus the object that could 
39 For the current state of research on these helmets, see Vogt, Spangenhelme.
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have been covered with the sheets as deduced from Frgs 1-13 would have been a roughly 9-10 cm long, 
similarly wide, and c. 16-17 cm high casket (fig. 12).
However, a number of essential points need to be addressed if we also consider that
(1) none of the preserved fragments retain a single rivet hole (except for the pair on Frgs 1-2 made for the 
sheets’ secondary attachment), which was the typical method of securing casket mounts;
(2) the virtual reconstruction of the mount-decorated casket shown in figure 12 does not easily incorporate 
Frgs 14-15 (although the latter could be fitted to the casket’s lid);
(3) the sheet fragments could have been cut out of larger sheets, possibly from several different pieces 
(there are no clues whatsoever regarding the size of the original sheets or their number);
(4) several other late antique artefact types can be cited, which could likewise have been decorated with 
gold sheets of the size inferred from our fragments.
The first point, the lack of holes reflecting attachment to the original object, remains controversial even if 
we assume another type of object. It is also possible that the rivets had originally been positioned elsewhere 
on the original sheets, on the portions that had not been used by the goldsmith decorating the Kunágota 
sword. Some of the 4th-century Pannonian casket mounts include pieces, although these are more of an 
exception than a rule, that had been attached using relatively few rivets 40. It is also possible, as shown by 
the virtual reconstruction (fig. 12), that the sheets had not been secured by means of rivets. One option is 
that they had been affixed using some kind of adhesive substance applied to the reverse, another is that 
40 Cf., e. g., Tóth / Vida / Takács, Saint Martin cat. no. II.42: 198.
Fig. 9 Fragments 14-15, Kunágota (Kom. Békés / H), archival and current state: 1. 3 fragment 14. – 2. 4 fragment 15. – (1-2 photo Ar-
chives of the Hungarian National Museum, no. 200 N; 3-4 photo Á. Bollók / G. Szenthe; graphic processing S. Ősi). – Scale 2:1.
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the sheets had been fastened to the wooden body of the object with separate attachment strips laid over 
the relatively wide plain strips next to the raised ribs along the edge (figs 3, 2-3; 4, 2-3; 5, 1; 6, 1). While 
this attachment method can be principally noted in the case of carved and painted bone plaques adorning 
wooden caskets 41, its employment for securing gold sheets folded over a wooden base and fitted onto the 
casket’s body is not wholly unimaginable. However, the likelihood of this attachment mode is not very prob-
able, considering that an edge resembling the one on the Kunágota fragments is frequently encountered on 
casket mounts because the goldsmith had used a sheet that was slightly larger than the die for the design 
and the rivets were hammered through the remaining edge.
It seems prudent to discuss the problems raised in points 3 and 4 together. When making his reconstruc-
tion, László noted that the length of each element bearing an image (the sections between the vertical ribs 
along the two edges) was c. 7.8 cm 42, suggesting a height of at least c. 11.5 cm, although it seems likely 
that the sheets were some 2-3 cm higher. The sizes of the 4th-century Pannonian casket mounts indicate that 
they had adorned c. 20-30 cm wide and c. 20 cm high caskets, suggesting that two or even three sheets of 
this type measuring c. 8 cm × 13 cm could be attached to them, either placed beside each other or in two 
41 e. g. Walters Art Gallery: inv. no. 71.40: Cat. Baltimore cat. no. 
181: 53 pl. XVIII, 181; Cairo, Coptic Museum inv. no. 9063: 
Török, Transfigurations figs 73-75; inv. no. 7067: Török, Trans-
figurations pls  XX-XXII; Cairo, Egyptian Museum JE 71191: 
Török, Transfigurations fig. 108. 
42 László, A kunágotai lelet 60.
Fig. 11 Reconstruction drawing made by 
Gyula László. – (Archives of the Hungarian 
National Museum, no. 557 N).
72 Á. Bollók · G. Szenthe · Images of the Good Life on a Set of Late Antique Gold Sheets from Kunágota
rows, even if the sides of the flat lid were solely covered with the long sheets decorated with the hunting 
scene (as proposed in the 3D virtual reconstruction). In this case, a part of the plain gold sheets adorning 
the Kunágota sword may similarly originate from the casket decorated with the figural sheets. Moreover, as 
shown by the late antique wooden casket decorated with brass strips from the Achmim cemetery (ET), cur-
rently kept in the Victoria and Albert Museum 43, the craftsmen attaching the sheets did not always take care 
to align the long strips to conform to the decoration. As regards the relative simplicity of the manufacturing 
technique of these sheets, it is hardly surprising that caskets decorated with Dionysiac imagery are known 
both from the 4th-century Pannonian 44 and the late antique Egyptian 45 archaeological record, or that the 
same themes recur several times on casket mounts 46 – in our case, the medallions with a similar thiasos 
depiction and the hunting and, most probably, the marine scenes.
43 Inv. no. 1683:1-1888.
44 See, e. g., the so-called thiasos caskets from Mursella / Kisárpás 
(Kom. Győr-Moson-Sopron / H): Buschhausen, Metallscrinia 
cat. no. A21: 52-54, A. pls 23-24; and Felcsút (Kom. Fejér / H): 
Buschhausen, Metallscrinia cat. no. A26: 60-65, A. pls 28-31; 
and the casket mounts displaying various scenes of the thiasos: 
Buschhausen, Metallscrinia cat. nos A23 (56, A. pl. 24); A42 
(89-90, A. pl. 47); A44 (92-93, A. pl. 47); A46 (96-98, A. pls 50-
51); A48 (99-102, A. pls 54-55); A69 (140-144, A. pls 86. 88); 
A80-A81 (154, A. pl. 94); A103 (168-170, A. pl. 102); A106 
(171, A. pl. 104).
45 Walters Art Gallery: inv. no. 71.40: Cat. Baltimore 53 cat. no. 
181 pl. XVIII, 181.
46 Cf., e. g., the Heracles Casket from Intercisa / Dunaújváros 
(Kom. Fejér / H): Buschhausen, Metallscrinia cat. no. A9: 34-38, 
A. pls 9-10; the Thiasos, Muse and Season Caskets from Mur-
sella / Kisárpás: Buschhausen, Metallscrinia cat. nos A21 (52-54, 
A. pls 23-24), A25 (57-60, A. pl. 27); A46 (96-98, A. pl. 50); 
the Season Casket from Keszthely-Fenékpuszta (Kom. Zala / H): 
Buschhausen, Metallscrinia cat. no. A48: 99-102, A. pl. 54; the 
casket mounts from Intercisa / Dunaújváros, kept in the RGZM: 
Buschhausen, Metallscrinia cat. nos 55 (111-113, A. pls 66-68) 
and 60 (122-124, A. pl. 70); etc.
Fig. 12 One of the several possible 
reconstructions of the artefact originally 
decorated by the Kunágota sheets. – (3D 
modelling by, and courtesy of Consiglio 
Nazionale delle Richerche – Istituto per 
le technologie applicate ai beni culturali, 
Roma).
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Obviously, Dionysiac imagery was not restricted to caskets during the late antique centuries. As Glen W. 
Bowersock emphasised, »in late antiquity the preeminent pagan god seems to have been Dionysus«, and 
»this god of wine and ecstasy […] held pride of place«, eclipsing even the extremely popular Heracles 47. Ac-
cordingly, Dionysus and his retinue frequently appear on Imperial and late Roman sarcophagi 48 and various 
objects adorning the household 49. The most famous works of late antique art are mosaics, often decorating 
triclinia 50, as well as large and small silver plates, ewers and amphorae used for serving food and wine at 
banquets 51. Mention must also be made of wall hangings embellishing the representative spaces of elite 
houses 52, marble sigma tables 53, mould-made earthenware plates 54 and tunic decorations 55. It is interest-
ing from our perspective, too, that carved ivory and bone plaques displaying Dionysiac subjects (the god, 
Pan, maenads, askophoroi, etc.), thought to have served as furniture appliqués and casket decorations, are 
known from Egyptian and Near Eastern excavations and various museum collections 56. Their dimensions 
rarely exceed 10-15 cm in height and 6-8 cm in width, and thereby correspond fairly well to the size of the 
Kunágota gold sheets. Since, as László Török put it, good quality »carvings reflect elite taste and demands«, 
while »thousands of small, mediocre or poor-quality bone carvings testify to the vast popular demand for 
various items of furniture made in imitation of elite objects« 57, the Kunágota sheets may similarly have had 
a function other than as casket mounts, such as adornments for a chest, a cupboard or a couch / bed. Unlike 
their smaller siblings (i. e. caskets), these artefacts were not deposited in burials and they are therefore only 
rarely preserved in the archaeological record 58. Thus, the relatively little that we know about their appear-
ance is generally derived from depictions 59, and mostly isolated finds attest to their one-time decoration.
As has been emphasised by Török in connection with mediocre- and poor-quality pieces, »through their 
figured decoration, these objects also possessed luck-bringing properties« 60. The same holds true for the 
artefacts embellishing elite households. Depictions of the Dionysiac thiasos were designed to invoke and 
stimulate the mood of »drinking, dancing, and conviviality« 61, the essential elements of the »good life«, to 
bring joy, and to help »the sadly afflicted […] when he shall taste of delicious wine« to »shake off the hateful 
burden of ever-increasing pain« 62. Similarly to conviviality and banquets, hunting too played an important 
part in the life of late antique elites. The images of mythological and aristocratic hunts convey the message 
of virtue, wealth, well-being and, in general, of the »good life« 63; similarly, pictures displaying the fruits 
of the sea and the activity of obtaining them, i. e. fishing, were simultaneously expressions of good wishes 
and of the owner’s prosperity, thereby possessing luck-bringing properties. It is thus hardly a coincidence 
that these elements are often combined on the countless late antique artworks displaying hunting, fishing, 
marine, Nilotic and Dionysiac scenes. Without entering into details, suffice it here to cite a few well-known 
examples. One very telling piece is a 4th-century silver gilt ewer bearing images of a Dionysiac thiasos in its 
47 Bowersock, Hellenism 41.
48 Cf. Matz, Dionysische Sarkophage.
49 For a slightly dated overview of Dionysiac imagery in late an-
tique eastern Roman art, see Augé / Linant de Bellefonds, Dio-
nysos.
50 Dunbabin, Mosaics 173-187; Parrish, Mythological Theme; Par-
rish, Dionysos; Dalgiç, Triumph.
51 For a brief, concise summary, see Baratte, La vaiselle 178-195.
52 Cf. Török, Transfigurations 233-236; Thomas, Material Mean-
ing.
53 Dresken-Weiland, Reliefierte Tischplatten 212-218.
54 zu Löwenstein, Sigillata 565-573.
55 Cf., e. g., Parrish, Mythological Theme; Thomas, Material Mean-
ing.
56 Cf., e. g., Marangou, Bone Carvings; Effenberger, Koptische 
Kunst 160 pl. 81, 267; Weitzmann, Ivories cat. no. 12: 24-25 
pl. XII. no.12; Török, After the Pharaohs cat. nos 87-89. 96. 99-
100 on pages 145-146. 150. 152-153; Goldfus / Bowes, Bone 
Carvings; Peleg, Bone Plaque; Rodziewicz, Bone cat. no. 22a: 
76-77 pl. 11.
57 Török, Transfigurations 262-263; Thomas, Material Meaning 37 
figs 1.1-20; 1.1-22.
58 For wooden furniture elements from late antique Egypt, see 
Enß, Holzschnitzereien 47-52; for further, more fragmented 
finds, see Russell, Household 80-82; for the Graeco-Roman pre-
decessors of certain furniture types (with reference to some late 
antique depictions), cf. Budde, Armarium. 
59 Cf., e. g., Baldini Lippolis, La domus 79-85.
60 Török, Transfigurations 263.
61 Cameron, Last Pagans 699.
62 Nonnos, Dionysiaca XII.266-269; Greek text and English transla-
tion: 416-417.
63 For the concept of the »good life« and its imagery, see Maguire, 
Good Life; Török, Transfigurations 217-268.
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middle, of the »fruits of the sea« in its lower, as well as of deer attacked by a lioness and a bear, and hares 
chased by dogs in its upper register 64. Another 4th-century silver vessel, an amphora of the Seuso treasure, is 
adorned with a similar imagery: Dionysos and his retinue in the middle, »fruits of the sea« in the lower, and 
lions hunting gazelle and onager, a leopard attacking a stag as well as dogs chasing wild boar in the upper 
register 65. The combination of fishing and hunting also occurs in the middle medallion and on the rim deco-
ration of the so-called Meerstadtplatte of the Kaiseraugst treasure (Kt. Aargau / CH) 66, while the Mildenhall 
treasure’s (Suffolk / GB) »Ocean« or »Bacchic Platter« displays Ocean surrounded by a marine and a Diony-
siac thiasos 67. The same visual statement about the owner’s prosperity and good wishes to him / her can 
be also made by evoking scenes of everyday life, as, for example, on the Seuso »Hunting Plate« on which 
pictures of aristocratic hunting, banqueting and fishing are combined as an expression of well-being 68.
Of course, Dionysiac images are hardly confined to the 4th and 5th  centuries. Dionysiac subject matters 
show up in the 6th, and even in the 7th century on mosaics (Argos [Mun. Argos-Mykines / GR], Sarrin [gouv. 
Aleppo / SYR]), silverware 69 and textiles. Like their earlier counterparts, they sometimes also combine dif-
ferent subject matters: for example, the earlier 6th-century Sarrin mosaic depicts a Dionysiac thiasos, the 
story of Meleager, Atalanta and the hunt of the Calydonian Boar, and, on the mosaic’s borders, Nilotic and 
hunting scenes 70. An ivory pyxis, dated to the mid-6th century on stylistic grounds 71, is an especially reveal-
ing example because it indicates that in addition to convivial spaces, imagery of this type appeared also on 
various other domestic objects, including pieces belonging to the female sphere of the household.
The popularity of these images is in itself a strong cautionary warning against attempting to precisely pin-
point the place of manufacture of the Kunágota sheets. In the first two thirds of the 20th century in general, 
and in László’s time in particular, the scholarly norm was to assign all better-quality works of art to Antioch, 
Alexandria, Constantinople and »Syria« in general. Under the influence of Josef Strzygowski’s Syria-centred 
interpretations, and in the wake of the excavations at Antioch and the Alexandria-centred publications of 
Charles Rufus Morey, the two famous cultural centres of late antiquity, Antioch and Alexandria came to 
the fore in the 1930s and 1940s, while from the 1950s onward, Constantinople was regarded as the main 
creative artistic centre of late antique eastern Mediterranean art. Taken together with the Egyptian casket 
mounts quoted as comparanda by László, it is quite understandable that he opted for Alexandria when at-
tempting to identify the workshop manufacturing the Kunágota sheets. However, today we are more cau-
tious with such attributions, accepting that in cases of easily portable goods, considerably more workshops 
were active during the late antique centuries than can be identified from the available archaeological record. 
This is particularly true of mediocre-quality artefacts such as the Kunágota sheets.
THE CHRONOLOGICAL POSITION OF THE KUNÁGOTA GRAVE
As we have seen in the above, the mid-6th-century date of the Kunágota gold sheets proposed by László 
largely rested on the assumption that the light solidus of Justinian I, minted between 542 and 562, provides 
a conveniently narrow time frame for the funeral that, accordingly, was performed at the very beginning of 
the Avar rule over the Carpathian Basin. László was hardly alone with this conjecture. While Ferenc Pulszky, 
64 Thomas, Material Meaning 39 fig. 1.1-23.
65 Mango / Bennett, Seuso cat. no. 5: 194-239.
66 Cahn / Kaufmann-Heinimann, Kaiseraugst pls 124-135.
67 Hobbs, Mildenhall Treasure 18-62. For the meaning of Ocean’s 
image, see Maguire, Good Life.
68 Mango / Bennett, Seuso cat. no. 1: 55-97.
69 Cf., e. g., Zalesskaja, Pamjatniki cat. nos 34, 38: 65-66, 69.
70 Balty, Le mosaïque.
71 Thomas, Material Meaning 37 fig. 1.1-21.
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the first scholarly interpreter of the Kunágota assemblage, focused his attention on the similarities linking 
the belt sets of the Kunágota and the Ozora assemblages, and suggested a 7th-century date for both on the 
strength of the solidus of Constantine IV Pogonatus (r. 668-685) 72 discovered at Ozora (Kom. Tolna / H) 73. 
József Hampel, who, as a general principle, took for granted the contemporaneity of coin finds and the 
grave assemblages containing them 74, argued that the Kunágota burial should be assigned to the last third 
of the 6th century 75. These two approaches of the late 19th century essentially foreshadowed the two main 
arguments for designating the place of the Kunágota grave in the Avar-period archaeological record. Fol-
lowing the publication of Hampel’s monographic syntheses of the early medieval archaeological material 
of the Carpathian Basin, Pulszky too adopted Hampel’s 6th-century date in his last monograph 76, as did the 
preeminent experts of the succeeding generation, Gyula László, Nándor Fettich 77 and Ilona Kovrig 78.
Still, most scholars regard a 7th-century date for the burial more plausible. While it would be an exagger-
ation to claim that the continuously refined chronological system of the Avar-period archaeological record 
has resolved all uncertainties, a date in the 6th century based on the coin find is now less favoured. In the 
1920s, András Alföldi again highlighted the similarities between the Ozora and the Kunágota belt sets, 
from which he concluded that the latter assemblage »muss stark in das 7. Jahrhundert hineinreichen« 79. 
Similarly, an earlier 7th-century date was proposed by Dezső Csallány based solely on the metal vessels of 
the assemblage 80. Later, with the dynamic growth of the Avar-period material record and the refinement 
of its chronological periodisation, more wide-ranging and comprehensive comparisons were made by Éva 
Garam and Attila Kiss.
Garam stressed the strong similarities between the grave assemblages containing funnel-mouthed jugs and 
footed goblets dated to the second and third quarter of the 7th century and the Kunágota burial containing 
similar vessels 81. She identified a series of runiform signs on the rim interior of the Kunágota jug, noting 
their »middle Avar-period« connections 82. However, most probably under the influence of István Bóna’s 
critique 83, she later reverted to the »traditional«, early Avar-period date 84. The line of reasoning presented 
in her earlier studies was later picked up and systematically expanded by Attila Kiss. The late date in the 
final third of the 7th century proposed by him for the Kunágota burial on the basis of the belt set 85 can be 
rejected 86, as can the association of an unprovenanced pair of earrings with the burial 87 and his historical 
interpretation, along with the date based on this interpretation 88. Nevertheless, his review of the traits 
72 Minted between 669 and 674: Somogyi, Byzantinische Fund-
münzen cat. no. 56: 71-72.
73 Pulszky, A magyarországi 7-9.
74 Hampel, Alterthümer 24.
75 Hample, A régibb középkor vol. 2, 295; Hampel, Alterthümer 
808.
76 Pulszky, Magyarország 90-91.
77 Fettich, Dunapentele 61-62.
78 Kovrig, Adatok 38; Kovrig, Contribution 175. Although she 
was more cautious, contending merely that the man buried at 
Kunágota had »lived at the end of the 6th century«.
79 Alföldi, Untergang 14. In his view, the floral ornament on the 
Ozora mounts reflects a more »naturalistic« phase than the 
geometricised variants of the Kunágota mounts. In contrast, 
Fettich (Dunapentele 61-62) regarded the latter’s style to be 
»less abstract« than that of the Ozora mounts (cf. also Bóna, 
A XIX. század 97). Furthermore, both Garam, Münzdatierte 
Gräber 154, and Daim / Rácz, Kunágota 489, understandably 
identified the Kunágota mounts as being of a finer workman-
ship than the Ozora ones.
80 Csallány, Kora-avarkori 131-132.
81 Garam, Adatok 143 Table.
82 Garam, Adatok 144.
83 Bóna, A XIX. századi 97-98. It should here be noted that 
although Bóna never actually made a case for his rejection of 
Garam’s arguments and that the main thrust of his critique 
was against the close ties between the Ozora and Kunágota 
belt sets asserted by Garam, his objection to the chronological 
proximity of the two assemblages was largely motivated by his 
contention, outlined a decade before his study on the Kunágota 
burial, that the Ozora burials and related assemblages marked 
the arrival of a new population group to the Carpathian Basin 
in the 670s (cf. Bóna, Avar lovassír; for a detailed critique of this 
hypothesis, see Bálint, Beginn). The coin of Justinian I from the 
Kunágota burial could hardly be fitted into this picture.
84 Garam, Münzdatierte Gräber 154; Garam, Katalog 32-33.
85 Kiss, Zeitstellung 71-72.
86 For the dating of the belt, cf. Daim / Rácz, Kunágota 487-488; 
Bálint, Probleme 238; for the dating of the double shield-shaped 
belt mounts, cf. also Fiedler, Akalan 31-34.
87 Kiss, Zeitstellung 72-74.
88 Kiss, Zeitstellung 72.
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pointing towards the third quarter or the final third of the 7th century 89 provided important arguments in 
favour of a late date for the Kunágota burial.
The current scholarly consensus prefers a date in the earlier 7th century. For example, Csanád Bálint opted 
for the early 7th century mainly in view of the belt set’s date 90, even though he cited several arguments that 
rather point towards the century’s later half 91. In view of the early Avar-type harness set, Falko Daim assigned 
the Kunágota assemblage to the second quarter of the 7th century, the lower boundary of the use of the 
assemblage’s late objects (such as the metal vessels and the three-lobed suspensions loops 92). The chrono-
logical and cultural attribution 93 thus sets the burial between the »early« and the »middle« Avar period. 
In sum, the following can be ascertained:
(1) The typochronologically latest elements are the metal vessels and the poorly crafted finger-rings, whose 
earliest appearance is attested in the Bócsa and Kunbábony assemblages (both in Kom. Bács-Kiskun / H) 94, 
with the main time of their use falling into the »middle Avar« period 95. Similarly, although providing rather 
circumstantial evidence, the overwhelming majority of Avar-period artefacts bearing runiform inscriptions 
originate from the later 7th century 96, the single exception being the antler bow grips from Környe (Kom. 
Komárom-Esztergom / H) 97. 
(2) It seems instructive to review the cultural associations of the finds when assigning a date to the assem-
blage. The group of rudimentary, plain shield-shaped buckles resembling the exemplar from Kunágota can 
be assigned to the later part of the »early« and the first half of the »middle Avar« period on the Hungarian 
Plain (FA II-MA I) 98. Among the burials with parallels to the grave assemblage from Kunágota 99, the greatest 
resemblance can be noted to the finds from Ozora. The connection is embodied not only by the virtually 
identical ring-handled silver jugs, the belt sets and the rudimentary copper-alloy buckles for fastening the 
belt, but also by the presence of a »pectoral« in both assemblages. In the case of the latter, we may also 
note that the pendants from Ozora 100 and Kunágota 101, both of which had once been part of female pec-
torals 102, appear to have been buried in a fragmented condition following their secondary use. However, 
it must be emphasised that neither burial site was excavated by professional archaeologists, and thus even 
though many features can be confidently reconstructed on the strength of fairly detailed archival records 103, 
particular caution needs to be exercised when drawing any conclusions regarding the possible significance 
of the lack of certain artefact types.
89 Kiss, Zeitstellung 71.
90 Bálint, Probleme 238.
91 The appearance and spread of three-lobed sword suspension 
loops cannot have been much earlier than the middle third of 
the 7th century (Bálint, Probleme 240), while the upper bound-
ary of the Kunágota-Mersin type strap-ends can be put in the 
later 7th  century in view of the solidi in the Ozora and Mala 
Pereščepina assemblages (Bálint, Probleme 241).
92 Daim / Rácz, Kunágota 486.
93 Daim / Rácz, Kunágota 489.
94 Before the mid-7th century and the century’s third quarter, cf. 
Daim, Kunbábony 495.
95 For an overview, cf. Kiss, Zeitstellung 69, although without draw-
ing a distinction between the footed goblets with conical body 
resembling the exemplar from Kunágota that occur in earlier as-
semblages too (as well as in the middle Avar period, as at Sze-
ged-Átokháza [Kom. Csongrád / H]: Csallány, Szegedi 350-352) 
and the pieces with semi-spherical body attested solely in the mid-
dle Avar period. Given that the goblet from Kunágota represents 
the type with a longer use, its presence cannot be regarded as an 
argument for dating the burial to the »middle Avar« period. 
96 Garam, Adatok 144; Garam, Connection 90-92; Bálint, Schatz 
497. 
 97 Grave 60, Környe: Salamon / Erdélyi, Környe 19 pl. 7.25 (most 
probably from the earlier 7th century).
 98 Szenthe, Schnallentyp 348-349.
 99 For an overview, cf. Garam, Adatok 143; Kiss, Zeitstellung 
Tab. I. 
100 Bóna, A XIX. század, regards it as an intact pectoral; however, 
cf. a Byzantine necklace in Berlin (Yerolanou, Diatrita 43) and 
an earring adorned with three pendants (The Walters Art 
Gallery: Yerolanou, Diatrita cat. no. 254: 141) for the use of 
similar pendants. In view of its composition and the available 
archival documents (cf. note 103 below), it is certain that this 
piece of jewellery had not been deposited in its original form 
in the Ozora burial.
101 There is no mention of the three small gold settings, believed 
to have been part of the pectoral by Éva Garam (Garam, 
Goldgegenstände 88) in the acquisitions register of the 
Hungarian National Museum, and the items entered under the 
cited inventory number (69/1858.9) are described as »small 
gold sheet and fragments«.
102 For the type, see Stolz, Insignie.
103 For the reconstruction of the Kunágota assemblage, see Bóna, 
A XIX. századi 88-98; for the Ozora graves, see Prohászka, 
Oberschichtsgräber.
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In sum, the Kunágota burial shares the highest resemblance with the Bócsa and Kunbábony assemblages 
dating from the middle third of the 7th century, and the Ozora assemblage dating from after 669-674. Its 
most feasible date seems to be the middle third or the third quarter of the 7th century.
THE CULTURAL CONTEXT OF THE KUNÁGOTA ASSEMBLAGE
The cultural associations of the assemblage’s finds indicate that the Kunágota burial can be assigned to the 
Avar-period »Prunkgrab« horizon 104 dated to the second and final third of the 7th century, whose earlier 
group is made up of the graves characterised by belt sets with pseudo-buckles 105, and the later one of the 
Ozora 106, Igar (Kom. Fejér / H) 107 and Dunapentele (Kom. Fejér / H) 108 burials 109. 
Obviously, the emergence of this horizon cannot be traced to one particular or one single factor. One el-
ement appears to have been the change in the mode of social display in the mortuary realm among the 
Avar-period population groups living on the Hungarian Plain 110, who buried their dead in solitary graves or 
small graveyards. Assemblages comparable to the »early Avar-period« elite burials of Transdanubia richly 
furnished with gold, known mainly from Kölked (Kom. Baranya / H) 111 and Keszthely (Kom. Zala / H) 112, are 
not encountered either in the late 6th- and early 7th-century territories east of the Danube, or in contempo-
rary Eastern Europe 113. 
At the same time, major differences can be noted between the Bócsa-Kunbábony-Tépe and Ozora-Kunágota 
groups 114. While the only securely identifiable original Byzantine products in the Kunbábony burial are a 
millefiori-inlaid buckle, a Late Roman 2B-type amphora and a pyramid-shaped gold mount 115, as well as a 
large silver plate in the Tépe assemblage (Kom. Hajdú-Bihar / H) 116, the number of Byzantine articles in the 
assemblages from Kunágota and Ozora is considerably higher, even if these Byzantine pieces are not of par-
ticularly outstanding quality and were not always used according to their original function. The presence of 
»female« jewellery in male graves, such as the smoky opal pendant at Kunágota, is not uncommon in richly 
furnished Avar-period burials, as shown by the earrings and finger-rings discovered in male burials. Even so, 
the presence of pendants removed from pectorals – which at Ozora was found in the region of the head in 
one of the female burials, perhaps as part of a headdress 117 –, the use of simple cast buckles for fastening 
the belts adorned with Byzantine belt mounts, and the secondary re-use of the sheets bearing Dionysiac, 
marine and hunting scenes as sword embellishments can be seen as rather unusual. A similar practice could 
not be noted in the Bócsa and Kunbábony burials, whose grave goods are mostly local products, some of 
expressly mediocre quality 118, although they do reflect a familiarity with certain late antique Mediterranean 
104 Kossack, Prunkgräber.
105 For their dating, cf. Daim, Avars 482-483.
106 Garam, Katalog 96-103. 
107 Fülöp, Igar.
108 Marosi / Fettich, Dunapentele 9-19; Garam, A dunapentelei.
109 For the Ozora-Igar-Dunapentele group, cf. Bóna, Fejér megye; 
for a modern assessment, cf. Daim, Avars 487-493.
110 The exceptions in Transdanubia are Igar and Ozora, although 
it must be noted that the environment of these two burial 
places, an undulating plainland, has much in common with 
the Hungarian Plain.
111 e. g. Kölked-Feketekapu, Graves B 85 and 119: Kiss, Kölked B 
29-37. 46-6., 266-334.
112 Keszthely-Pusztaszentegyházi dűlő: Müller, Keszthely 31-28 
pls 4-3.
113 Bálint, Reichtum 152.
114 For a comprehensive overview of the individual burials in the 
two groups, cf. Daim, Avars 487-490.
115 Tóth / Horváth, Kunbábony cat. no. 1 fig. 1, 25-28; cat. no. 6 
fig. 2, 30; cat. no. 88 fig. 16, 5. 58. 63.
116 Vida, Late Antique 55-58.
117 Cf. Prohászka, Oberschichtsgräber 200.
118 As becomes immediately clear from a comparison of the pseu-
do-buckle from Bócsa and stray finds of similar buckles in the 
collection of the Hungarian National Museum (discussed by 
Garam, Katalog cat. no. 7: 80-81 pls 5-6; 41, 1-3) with the 
exemplar from Tépe (Garam, Katalog cat. no. 135 pl. 92) and 
particularly with the ones from the Sirmium area (Popović, 
Golden Avarian Belt).
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forms and manufacturing techniques, no doubt through the products of Byzantine workshops 119. In other 
words, it would appear that in the case of the Bócsa, Tépe and Kunbábony burials, the social display in the 
mortuary realm in the middle third of the 7th century called for a few original Byzantine articles in addition to 
the predominantly locally made artefacts following Byzantine and steppean formal models, while the slightly 
later assemblages from the third quarter of the 7th century contain significantly more genuine Byzantine 
artefacts, which, however, were divorced from their original context and used in a different manner. It may 
or may not be a coincidence that the former horizon chronologically overlaps with a period when, follow-
ing the aborted siege of Constantinople, the Avars’ previously strong political, diplomatic and »economic« 
ties with Byzantium became looser, while the latter horizon corresponds to a short renewal of diplomatic 
contacts and of the former »alliance« 120. Be as it may, even if the influx of Byzantine objects into the Car-
pathian Basin was no doubt welcomed by the local elites, the objects themselves may not always have been 
what the recipients coveted. Irrespective of whether the Kunágota sheets had once decorated a casket, a 
couch – an item frequently attested among the Byzantine diplomatic gift sent to the Avars 121 –, or another 
piece of furniture, the last owner of this artefact was quite obviously unhappy with the piece and had the 
sheets recycled into articles more to his liking. Of course, the possibility cannot be excluded that some of 
the Byzantine artefacts in the Kunágota and Ozora assemblages had been acquired significantly earlier, for 
example at the time of the Byzantine-Avar wars, than their deposition in mortuary contexts would suggest. 
In this case, it is feasible that the heavier objects whose transportation to the Carpathian Basin would have 
run into difficulties or the pieces bearing the precious metal adornments that were deemed worthless had 
been destroyed somewhere outside the Carpathian Basin, after the collection of the booty or during its 
division. In this scenario, the gold sheets may have been brought back by themselves. 
However, we may also assume the existence of a redistributive system linking the elites of the groups living 
on the fringes of the Mediterranean world, through which various objects of foreign origin were circulated. 
In view of the Mala Pereščepina burial 122 and the near-contemporaneous Eastern European burials 123, the 
»Prunkgrabhorizont« of the Carpathian Basin is hardly an isolated phenomenon: irrespective of the fact 
that the burials of this horizon hardly represent a culturally uniform group, its emergence can be traced to 
more or less similar factors, namely the responses given to the 7th-century crisis of the late antique Iranian 
and eastern Mediterranean world 124. 
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SUMMARY
Images of the Good Life on a Set of Late Antique Gold Sheets from Kunágota
The Byzantine artefacts discovered in 1857 among the finds of a grave assemblage at Kunágota (Kom. Békés / H) have 
always occupied a prominent position among the Byzantine and Byzantinising elements of the Avar-period archae-
ological record. One of these Byzantine objects, or more adequately put, its fragments secondarily reused as decorative 
elements of a sword’s hilt and scabbard, are of special interest and are thus analysed in detail in the present paper. Even 
though the Kunágota assemblage was one of the very first Avar-period graves to reach a public collection in the middle 
decades of the 19th century, the various publications reproducing drawings or photos of the decorated gold sheets are 
generally of little help to those interested in the decoration itself. Therefore, the present study publishes two sets of 
photos of the decorated gold sheets. The first, the black-and-white set, was made in the 1930s and thus documents 
the state of the sheets before they were attached to a modern reconstruction of the Kunágota sword. The second, the 
colour set, was taken by the present authors and shows the current condition as displayed in the museum exhibition. 
The photos are supplemented by a brief description of the fragments displaying the figures of a Dionysiac procession 
as well as a hunting and a marine scene. This is followed by a brief discussion of the sheets’ original function (as casket 
mounts or as adornments for a chest, a cupboard or a couch / bed) and place of manufacture (the theory suggesting 
Alexandria as a possible place of manufacture, proposed by Gyula László, who was the first to meticulously examine the 
sheets, is reviewed from a current perspective). The final part of the present paper seeks to establish the chronological 
position of the Kunágota grave (arguing for the middle third or the third quarter of the 7th century) and the cultural 
place of the assemblage within the Avar-period archaeological record.
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